When the embryonic genome flexes its muscles.
During the development of multicellular organisms, both transient and stable gene expression patterns have to be established in a precisely orchestrated sequence. Evidence from diverse model organisms indicates that this epigenetic program involves not only transcription factors, but also the local structure, composition, and modification of chromatin, which define and maintain the accessibility and transcriptional competence of the nucleosomal DNA template. A paradigm for the interdependence of development and chromatin is constituted by the mechanisms controlling the specification and differentiation of the skeletal muscle cell lineage in vertebrates, which is the topic of this review.